BOOK REVIEW
Former Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) member, Charles E. Cobb Jr., examines the role of armed self-defense rhetoric and practices in the Civil Rights Movement. Cobb synthesizes a growing body of scholarship that argues that armed self-defense tactics was not in direct confl ict with the principles of nonviolence, but instead both strategies played signifi cant roles in the Southern Freedom movement's evolution. He demonstrates this best through his examination of the relationship between young grassroots activists and local participants in southern rural communities. Ultimately, Cobb confi rms that African Americans' struggle to "protect and secure black life in America… has never centered on the question of nonviolence versus violence," but rather on the simple question of what would they do in order to survive (145).
Cobb illustrates that armed self-defense as a form of black resistance dates back to the colonial era. Whereas historian Jacquelyn Dowd Hall has urged historians to look to Reconstruction to understand the origins of black resistance, Cobb begins even earlier with the emergence of American slavery. In his fi rst chapter, "Over My Head I See Freedom in the Air," Cobb shows that one of the earliest restrictions placed upon peoples of African descent came in the form of laws that made it illegal for any black person, free or enslaved, to own a gun. And he reminds us that fears of slave insurrections remained a constant feature of slavery. Cobb considers the Civil War a "watershed" moment because it provided African American soldiers with the opportunity to fi ght courageously and use guns to wound and kill white men (40-41).
Cobb's second chapter, "The Day of Camoufl age is Past," moves into the twentieth century and focuses on the experiences of black soldiers and young people. A large number of African Americans served in the military in both World Wars, giving these wartime black veterans an advanced set of labor-based skills and a newfound sense of confi dence. This military background led black veterans to apply pressure to both the federal government and southern offi cials, calling on them to end racial oppression and recognize African Americans' "constitutional personhood" (65). The "New Negro," or the younger generation of African American men and women, separated themselves from their parents' beliefs and practices, using the arts as well as politics to shed light upon racial inequalities within the United States and throughout the world. Many of this generation's black leaders, including the infl uential W. E. B. Dubois, believed in resisting white supremacy and especially white terror with any necessary means, including armed self-defense. The work of black veterans and young African Americans in the fi rst half of the twentieth century laid the groundwork for the traditional Civil Rights Movement's radical grassroots activism.
In his third chapter, "Fighting for What We Didn't Have," Cobb uses the Evers brothers, Medgar and Charles, to demonstrate the frustrations black veterans experienced after returning home from World War II. Their sense of dissatisfaction with the treatment of blacks in the South led to acts of resistance such as attempting to register to vote, and these actions eventually led them to leadership roles in the Civil Rights Movement (91). Although the majority of black veterans would not go on to become leaders of a national movement, black consciousness and black masculinity shifted during World War II. The Double V campaign, calling for victory over fascism abroad and victory over racism at home, gained signifi cant traction as African American veterans repositioned black masculinity to refl ect their determination to end racial oppression. Cobb states that black men resolved to "no longer be intimidated or pushed around and not to submit to old, familiar restrictions and oppressions ordained by white supremacy," ultimately creating tensions between grassroots organizer and the national campaign (85).
As a former member of SNCC, Cobb uses both his own experiences as well as historical scholarship to highlight the complex relationship between nonviolent activism and armed self-defense at the grassroots. Although Cobb does not consider his book a memoir, the inclusion of his personal memories brings to light young activists who engaged in a nonviolent movement without having serious devotions to nonviolence as a principle. In his fourth and fi fth chapters on the Southern Movement, Cobb highlights the relationships between young activists and local participants in rural communities. He uses his experiences in Mississippi, where he was held at gunpoint and arrested, to explain how he and other organizers began to recognize that their activism put local participants in danger of getting hurt or even killed. The fact that armed self-defense and gun ownership were ingrained into southern culture, coupled with the risk involved with black resistance, made it diffi cult for national organizations like the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) and SNCC to convince local people to engage solely in nonviolent civil disobedience. Although CORE and SNCC maintained nonviolent agendas throughout most of the 1960s, their members participating at the local level varied in their responses to armed self-defense.
In his fi fth chapter, Cobb synthesizes a number of scholarly works highlighting the dynamic relationship between CORE and the Deacons for Defense to further illustrate the relationship between local participants and grassroots activists. The Deacons for Defense was the fi rst civil rights organization completely dedicated to armed resistance. The group originated in Jonesboro, Louisiana, in the 1960s within the framework of CORE organizing. Despite CORE's commitment to nonviolence, organizers working in Jonesboro allowed the Deacons to act as armed security for their activists. The protection provided by the Deacons deterred racial violence against the nonviolent activists and allowed CORE to continue their work in Jonesboro. The coexistence and interaction between CORE and the Deacons demonstrates the movement's strategic use of both nonviolence and armed self-defense. As early as 1965, CORE's leaders were considering armed-self defense on the national level, even inviting representations from the Nation of Islam to speak at their convention.
In the epilogue, "The King of Love is Dead," Cobb's narrative moves into the Black Power phase of the movement, which was marked by a more militant approach to racial oppression. Although Black Power is often associated with the movement in the North and the West, he effectively illustrates its presence in the South through his examination of Stokely Carmichael and SNCC. Greater acceptance of Black Power within the African American community paralleled an increased approval of armed self-defense due to southern activists' exasperations with the lack of protection provided by the federal and local governments. Cobb believes this transition was falsely associated with black nationalist, anti-white rage. Black Power rhetoric generated fear among whites causing armed self-defense to be associated with violent aggression rather than protection. Cobb convincingly argues that the link formed between militant black political action and violence was the "unfortunate side effect of letting white hysteria distort what guns had meant in the earlier phases of blacks' struggle for freedom and of twisting into unrecognizably the vital and laudable legacy of armed self-defense in black history" (226).
Cobb's beautifully written synthesis relies on decades of historical scholarship, familiar primary sources, and personal experience. He clearly feels an affi nity to the armed self-defense facet of the movement as seen by his consistent use of the term "Afro-American." In recent decades this term has been tied to the more militant and Black Power phase of the movement. In his endnotes, he explains that although the term African American is more commonly employed today, he only uses African American when it "feels right" (253). Despite Cobb's own political leanings, he is remarkably even-handed in his analysis of both armed self-defense and nonviolence as strategies and ideologies.
Cobb concludes his work by effectively linking his study of armed self-defense to current national debates about gun control laws and citizens' Second Amendment rights. "Today the issue of guns rights has largely come to be associated with the conservative white Right, and far too often the concept of 'standing ones ground' is invoked to defend the murder of a black person," he observes. "But there was a time when people on both sides of America's racial divide embraced their right to self-protection, and when rights were won because of it" (237). The historical commitment of many African Americans to armed self-defense adds nuance to this hotly contested contemporary topic.
